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Series: Our series of Online Worships
Sermon: To Be Remembered

Joshua 4:19-24
On the tenth day of the first month the people went up from the Jordan and camped at Gilgal on the eastern
border of Jericho. 20 And Joshua set up at Gilgal the twelve stones they had taken out of the Jordan. 21 He said
to the Israelites, “In the future when your descendants ask their parents, ‘What do these stones mean?’ 22 tell
them, ‘Israel crossed the Jordan on dry ground.’ 23 For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until
you had crossed over. The Lord your God did to the Jordan what he had done to the Red Sea when he dried it up
before us until we had crossed over. 24 He did this so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand
of the Lord is powerful and so that you might always fear the Lord your God.”

Sermon
The waters of Oregon are dangerous places, as the name Cape Fowlweather suggests, or the stories of
shipwrecks along the bar of the Columbia, or even the swimming hole of High Rocks here in Oregon City that
have a bad track record of sadness.  But just 1.2 miles west of here was one of the most horrendous maritime
tragedies in Oregon History.  It was spring, 1854.    The steamship Gazelle, built a month before, was going to
make her inaugural voyage from Oregon City to Corvallis, stopping at ports in between.  At 6:30 a.m., she left
the long wharf of West Linn, came over to Canemah to pick up supplies and freight, even parked alongside
another ship,the Wallemet.   To make a speedy departure, the engineer had tied down the safety valve to build
up steam, like reving up the engine before letting off the breaks.  The Gazelle then moved up the wharf.  The
sound of the steam became a deafening roar.  The Engineer leapt from the boat ran away from the ship.  One
minute later, at 6:40 a.m., both boilers blew.  The other ship, now 100 yards away, immediately put in lifeboats,
and good thing, people were floating towards the falls.    About 60 people had been on board Gazelle.  At least
twenty people were instantly killed, and almost everyone else was injured, including four people who died later. 
Not to sound gross, but body parts and ship metal were blown for miles - even a whole smokestack made it to
the opposite shore.   David D. Page, chief superintendent of the company, was killed - identified only by his
clothing.  A judge of Polk county also gone.  Along with members of the Territorial Legislature.  A pastor and
his wife, going to the mission fields.  Immigrants and workers.  The poor pilot of the Wallamet who stepped
aboard for just a minute, also gone.  The explosion was heard for miles. The whole town of Canemah came
running to the rescue.  Houses were open to the injured, surgens were dispatched from Portland that day when
the news hit stumptown.    The conduct of Rev. J.L. Parrish (a pastor of the Oregon City Methodist Church, and
Capt. Bennett of the steamer Wallamet, were particularly praised thirty years later by a crewman who had been
on Wallamet at the time of the explosion.  Oregon City’s Dr. Barclay was the coroner, and concluded that the
explosion was caused by engineer’s actions.  He was never found, legend says he went up to the Puget Sound
area, but was never apprehended.  Many of the victims were buried in a new cemetery, named after one of the
victims Crawford Dobbins.  Crawford Cemetery, although it changed its name later to Lone Fir Cemetery.  

For generations, the actions of that day was seared into the minds of our locale.  There were anniversaries and
dinners, where the deeds of the heros were once again praised, the townsfolk who answered the call of love and
care and hospitality were commended, and the cowardice of some were vilified.  On the fiftieth anniversary, for
those who were left, a last reunion took place to remember that day.  In 1933, the Daughters of the American
Revolution left a plaque in West Linn that says, Memorial to the Steamer Gazelle.  Loss of 24 lives.  A rock
tells the story of a forgotten piece of history - with a dedication speech by the great grandson of the Pastor Millar
who died way back when.



We have that kind of rock in our Scripture lesson today.  The Israelites are about to cross over into the Promised
land.  And they set up twelve large stones, one for each tribe of Israel.  And Joshua commands that when future
generations ask about the stones, they can recall the story once again and remember that they are a part of a
larger drama - that God is still at work in the world.  

A quick scanning of the biblical documents make apparent the importance that is placed upon remembering.
Throughout the scriptures we find references to monuments, memorial feasts, and ritually repeated stories, all of
which serve to reinforce the sacred memory of the people of God. In various ways the great saving acts of God
were rehearsed and re-presented so that the people would not forget what God had done for their sake. Even the
Lord’s Supper is a remembrance, right?

With pounding insistence the call to remember is repeated throughout scripture. Remember that God called your
father Abraham in his old age and promised him many children. Remember that you were in bondage in a
foreign land and were freed by divine power. Remember that God brought Israel to greatness, though she was
weak. Remember the commands of the Lord. The Psalmist summed up the message well when he wrote: 
“Remember the wonderful works that God has done God’s great deed and the judgments the Lord utter, O
offspring of Abraham God’s servant.” (Psalms 105:5)

Those who forgot the past fell into thanklessness. It is unlikely that we will do any better. If we forget the value
of our heritage and the source of our blessings, it will become very easy for us to take for granted all that we
have and all that we are. It will be very easy for us to begin believing that we can make our own way without
God. With the blindness of pride we will very likely begin trusting in our own wisdom and power rather than
relying upon the guidance and might of our Maker. Then in our wrong-headed self-confidence we will lose our
way. For this reason it is crucial that we remember.

I suppose that every culture and country has its memorials. The best memorials lift our sights above the
mundane affairs of the moment in order to focus our attention upon the highest aspirations and accomplishments
of those who have preceded us. When we visit the Lincoln Memorial or Washington Monument, it is natural to
begin meditating upon the impressive deeds and high values of these forebears. Visits to such places can help
stimulate us to embrace more noble and exalted goals.

But sometimes memorials can serve less honorable purposes. Not only do memorials call attention to the best in
the past; they also can be used to cover up the worst. A monument can bestow dignity upon a horrendous cause
or a questionable person of days gone by. Such memorials do no service to the truth for they hide unflattering
facts. 

Sometimes we are tempted to glorify days gone by. I suppose we all know people who seem to continually talk
about how great things used to be. Life was simpler, friendships were closer, motives were more pure, morals
were higher and so on. This is the Golden Age syndrome. For some people the Golden Age was the 1920s; for
others it was the 1960s. No matter what our favorite period may be, the problem with looking back to a Golden
Age is that we distort the past and we come to believe that the best days of life have already gone by. 
Everything else that follows is anticlimactic. Consequently some people, who are disappointed with the present
and distressed over the future, tend to live in the past. Their memories are highly important to them but they do
not have hopeful memories.

You see, hopeful memory does not drag us into the past and lock us there. Hopeful memory does not tell us that
the best of life has already come and gone. Rather it thrusts us into the future. When the prophets of old called
upon God’s people and told them to remember the works that the Lord had done in the past, this was to prepare
them for the future. They were not called upon to remember the past for its own sake. The practice was not a
self-indulgent diversion. Rather they were to remember the wonders of the past so that their lives would be open



to the even greater wonders God would do for them in the future.  Remember when we could go out to
restaurants?  Remember when we could get haircuts?  Trust me, we will again some day.  Remember when God
was in the world?  When peopled cared about each other?  When politics wasn’t as dirty?  Trust me, we will
again someday.

This memorial day, we remember those who have gone before.  But not only for their sake, but we give thanks
for what of them made us what we are.  And where we are going.  We celebrate the life and actions of those
who fought for country, justice and heros of dark times.  We try to move on and come to terms with actions that
were not so noble - for that is also part of our story.

There is one happy ending to the Gazelle, I’ll close on today.  In 1929, 81 year old Ella Millar Grover died in
Switzerland.  But 75 years before, she was a six year old on the Gazelle when it blew.  A soldier and brother of a
future governor, Cuvier Grover rescued her.  She was the last living survivor of the explosion that took her
parents.  Years later, that soldier married, fought in the Civil war back east, even leading a charge against
Stonewall Jackson at Bull Run II., later becoming general.  He was married, but his wife died in 1869.  He came
back to the frontier after the war - keeping in touch with the girl he saved.  In 1875, he married her.  I know it’s
a little weird, but she was 27 by that point.  And by all accounts they lived happily ever after.  Tied together by a
tale most sad, married to the one that saved her from going over the falls.  Life finds a way.

Let us not forget the deeds of the saints who have gone before.  We are a part of that story and what we do adds,
or detracts, from that great tradition.  May we be remembered as those who loved, cared, and built up others. 
And the family of God said, AMEN!


